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This M.A. thesis aims to examine the relation between American literary criticism 
and the nation, through a case study of literary receptions of Mark Twain’s Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn. Ever since its publication in 1885, the novel has received 
different and often controversial interpretations. Banned by the Concord Library 
Committee at its publication, Huckleberry Finn nonetheless has been acknowledged as 
the exemplary great American book for its Americanness for the first decades of the 
twentieth century. The years after the Second World War witnessed a radical 
transformation in the novel’s cultural standing. It was elevated into the American 
canon as prominent critics acclaimed it as a celebration of a non-conformist America. 
In recent years, Huckleberry Finn is again challenged as critical emphasis shifts to the 
issue of race and slavery as is expressed in the novel. Some critics charge Mark Twain 
and his novel of evading the race issue and thus participating in the social deceptions 
of dominant ideologies. Other critics, on the other hand, through discussing the racial 
problem, attempt to reinforce the novel’s canonical status on different grounds. Despite 
the controversial attitudes toward the novel, critics still regard the novel as an 
embodiment of national experiences.  
From this reception history of more than a century, it is easy to see that American 
literary criticism, affected to a large extent by the socio-political circumstances of its 
times, tends to define national values and ideals by identifying literary works with the 
nation. This is the framework argument around which I develop this thesis. It consists 
of an introduction, three chapters, and a conclusion. The introduction outlines the 
relation between American literary criticism and the nation, and the purpose and 
structure of the thesis is also mentioned in this part.  
The first chapter deals with the literary responses to Huckleberry Finn from its 
publication to the 1940s. This period of time can further be divided into two phases. 
Toward the end of the nineteenth century, banned by the Concord Library Committee, 
the novel was condemned as “the veriest trash.” In the first decades of the twentieth 
century, critics began to assume different tones and pointed out the Americanness in 
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decline of the Genteel Tradition and the critics’ need of creating a “usable past” to 
justify the present.  
The second chapter explores the canonization of the novel in the mid-twentieth 
century. A close look is given to Trilling’s “The Greatness of Huckleberry Finn.” The 
essay, reflecting Trilling’s academic and political concerns, constructs an American 
myth of freedom and fraternity out of Twain’s text and thus sets the keynote of the 
canonizing discourse. Besides Trilling, other prominent critics also explored the 
themes and the vernacular language of the novel and associated them with the nation. 
Behind their laudatory nationalist interpretations were the socio-political 
circumstances of the Cold War era. The vision of America beyond conformity as 
embodied in the novel could serve as a sharp constrast to the arbitrary and the 
collective of Stalinism. The celebration of Huckleberry Finn as a national text, 
however, was achieved at the cost of ignoring the disturbing racial implications in the 
story’s ending. 
The third chapter examines the contemporary criticism of Huckleberry Finn. As the 
issue of race and slavery draws more and more critical attention, many critics accuse 
the novel as well as the author of deep racism. The characterization of Jim is believed 
to involve racial stereotype and the Evasion ending Twain’s deferral to recognize the 
truth of slavery. Other critics, however, discussing the ambivalent racial implications in 
the novel, attempt to reestablish it as the American classic on different grounds. 
Despite the controversial interpretations, critics still tend to identify the novel with the 
nation.  
The conclusion, on the basis of observing the relation between American literary 
criticism and the nation and its effects upon the literary receptions of Twain’s novel, 
attempts to offer some advice on the future development of literary studies of 
Huckleberry Finn. Since American literary criticism is deeply rooted in nationalism, it 
constantly produces nationalist interpretations of literary works, which limits the 
possibilities of new interpretations, if not anything else. Therefore, it may prove to be 
enlightening and open new pathways of understanding the novel if Huckleberry Finn is 
put into the international context.  
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My thesis is devoted to discussing the relation between American literary criticism 
and the nation, through a case study of the literary receptions of Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn. I want to argue that American literary criticism, affected by the 
nation’s socio-political contexts to a large extent, aims to define national ideals and 
values through identifying literary works with the nation.  
From its publication in 1885 to the end of the nineteenth century, Mark Twain’s 
Huckleberry Finn was banned by the high-brow culture and neglected by critics 
because of its “vulgarity” and “irreverence.” In the first several decades of the 
twentieth century, literary criticism began to identify Huckleberry Finn with the nation. 
Yet it was not until the years after the Second World War was the novel elevated into 
the nation’s canon as celebration of an America beyond conformity. Despite its 
canonical status, the novel continues to invite controversies. In recent years, 
Huckleberry Finn has been increasingly challenged as to its ambivalent racial 
implications. Nonetheless, still many critics try to reinterpretate the novel as the 
American classic on different grounds. The complex history of literary receptions of 
Huckleberry Finn tells us more about American literary criticism than about the text 
itself. The controversial interpretations of the novel have much to do with the cultural 
and socio-political contexts which produce them. And despite all the differences in 
viewpoints, literary critics throughout the years share one thing in common: they all 
regard Huckleberry Finn as a reflection of national experiences and controversies out 
of which emerge national values and ideals. Given these nationalist elements in the 
literary studies of Huckleberry Finn as well as the novel’s canonical status, I think it 
appropriate to adopt the literary criticism Twain’s text has received as a typical case to 
illustrate the relation between American literary criticism and the nation, a topic which 
sounds a huge project itself and, without a case study like this, definitely requires 
much more than a single thesis to discuss.  
 Nevertheless, before moving on to a critical survey of the literary receptions of 
Huckleberry Finn, which constitutes the main body of this thesis, let’s first have a very 
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literary criticism and the nation has been developed.  
The history of American literature is commonly conceived as an evolution toward 
indigenousness from the constraints of European and especially British literary 
traditions. However, in the beginning of the nation’s history, let’s say, by 1800 many 
Americans were anxious about their literature. Some argued that Americans could 
expect no distinctive literature because they lacked a language of their own. Another 
argument that was to worry some writers for decades was that the country lacked 
subjects for great literature: everything was too new to be interesting, or too ordinary 
and dull. However, as William L. Hedges observes in “Toward a National Literature,” 
situations have changed after the war of 1812 since “greater receptivity to the 
aesthetics of romanticism made possible a more viable literary nationalism” (189). The 
North American Review, founded in Boston in 1815, led the way by stressing 
originality as the key to literary eminence. The magazine’s first editor, William Tudor 
rejected the notion that America was literarily uninteresting and called for a native 
American literature. He argued that American literature should discard conventional 
models and return to native landscapes, which would enhance epic depictions of the 
nation’s “romantick” past. Since the appearance of The North American Review is 
regarded as the beginning of American literary criticism,① it is easy to see that the 
nation’s literary criticism, rejecting European literary creeds, takes shape through 
defining American literary values which heavily depend upon America as a 
geographical location and a political concept. In other words, American literary 
criticism, from its very first beginning, does not solely focus on aesthetics but involves 
much more into the study of literary texts.  
This critical commitment to the link between literature and society has been carried 
forward into the twentieth century. A cursory glance at the important critics and their 
critical thoughts will validate the point. To start with, Van Wyck Brooks, in America’s 
Coming of Age (1915), calls for critics to “see the supreme object, America, the living 
creative life of America” (127). He himself carries out the principle. In The Ordeal of 
Mark Twain (1920) and The Pilgrimage of Henry James (1925), Brooks sets Twain and 
James as polar contrasting cases of the artist’s relation to America. For him, Twain 
                                                        
① In Literary Criticism in America, De Mille argues that literary criticism in America begins in the 
















compromises his power as a satirist by yielding too much to the culture of the East, 
which is both too genteel and too commercial; while James preserves his art but loses 
his subject matter by his transatlantic expatriation. In 1925 Edmund Wilson thinks that 
it is “becoming a commonplace to say of Mr. Van Wyck Brooks that he is really a 
social historian rather than a literary critic” – an observation that actually points to a 
tradition in the study of American literature (Wood 996). V. L. Parrington’s Main 
Currents in American Thought also traces a “political, economic, and social 
development, rather than the narrower belletristic” (xv). Michael Wood observes in 
“Literary Criticism” that though later work has often been subtler and more 
sophisticated than Parrington’s, the criticism of American literature still tends to be “a 
criticism of culture, part of a conversation about the national identity” (996). In his 
remarkable American Renaissance (1941), F. O. Matthiessen expresses debts to Brooks 
and Parrington, showing too that cultural questions could be explored through close 
reading of major authors.  
Ever since the Second World War, a bewildering variety of critical methodologies 
have been introduced into American literary criticism, but the nationalistic tradition 
still exists. There is Lionel Trilling, one of the most important critics and scholars in 
the post-War years, who sets forth what he understands to be the function of literary 
criticism as follows: “the profession has never been content to say that its purpose was 
to develop the aesthetic response to literature; the study of literature was always meant 
to contribute to the power of the critical intelligence, and the ‘life’ upon which the 
critical intelligence was to be directed was the social life” (Beyond 225). It has often 
been suggested that Trilling is more than a critic, but perhaps it is more accurate to say 
that, following American literary tradition, he gives the word criticism a peculiar range 
and force. In recent years, the rise of various interest groups in America calls for an 
American culture of “hybrid.” The definition of nation undergoes some changes, but 
the concept itself still remains intact in American literary criticism. I have in mind 
Ralph Ellison, the important African American writer and critic, who cares deeply 
about the interrelation between culture and nation. In an important position-taking 
essay, “Society, Morality, and the Novel,” Ellison defines the crucial feature of 
American culture: “The moral imperatives of American life that are implicit in the 
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both the individual consciousness and the conscience of those writers who created 
what we consider our classic novels” (Collected 702). It is easy to see that Ellison is 
emphatic concerning the moral importance of the novel.  
The brief sketch above enables us to see that American literary criticism is closely 
related to the nation as a concept and an entity. Setting out to define the American 
qualities of American literature, American literary criticism also defines and promotes 
what is unique in the American nation, or in other words, the American values and 
ideals. It is thus fair enough to say that nationalism is one of the distinguishing 
characteristics of American literary criticism. Given this nationalist strain in American 
literary criticism, how will it affect the studies of literary texts and to what extent? It is 
another big problem which defies any general conclusions. But I hope my critical 
survey of the literary criticism of Huckleberry Finn may shed some light on it.  
My thesis consists of three chapters. Chapter one deals with the literary receptions 
of Huckleberry Finn from its publication to around the 1940s. This period of time can 
be subdivided into two phases. During the final years of the nineteenth century, as the 
Genteel Tradition dominated the literary circle, Huckleberry Finn was banned and 
accused of “irreverence” and “vulgarity” by the high-brow culture. However, the first 
four decades of the twentieth century witnessed increasing changes in critical 
evaluation of the novel, which was praised as representing American experiences. The 
change of the critical tone is related to literary intellectuals’ need to oppose 
conventional literary traditions and create new modernist values, which would match 
the nation’s status as the world economical and political power. 
The second chapter analyzes the canonization of Huckleberry Finn in the 
mid-twentieth century. During this period, many outstanding critics and scholars 
offered celebratory interpretations of the novel, acclaiming it as embodiment of an 
America beyond conformity. Both the themes and the vernacular language of 
Huckleberry Finn were explored and associated with the national identity. 
Consequently, the novel was canonized as the American classic. The canonization had 
much to do with the critics’ cultural and political concerns as well as the major 
concerns of the times. Lionel Trilling’s argument on the novel is a good example. His 
praise of the novel’s moral imagination draws energy from and contributes to his 
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